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Late Antique Literature: Continuity and Discontinuity
As a booming field, the study of Late Antiquity still defines itself in opposition to older visions of a general, political and cultural, decline of the ancient world after 250 ad. Such views were generated by the idealization of the classical, especially in the nineteenth century, and were transmitted through an education that tended to focus on a strict canon of authors: Plato not Plotinus, Demosthenes not Libanius, Tacitus not Ammianus. Whereas the label of decline was also applied to other post-classical periods, such as the Hellenistic Period, it has stuck the longest to Late Antiquity. The profound political and religious changes after 300 ad undoubtedly contributed to a persistent emphasis on what separates the later ancient world from the preceding centuries, rather than on what unites both periods. Late antique rhetorical culture is, for example, still routinely characterized as one dominated by the school, in the sense that rhetoric was primarily performed there and hence lost its prominent role in wider society.3 This impression is sustained by the accidents of manuscript transmission, which makes that we possess an important number of rhetorical treatises and exercises from Late Antiquity, in contrast with the less abundant harvest for earlier periods. As a static and increasingly socially meaningless practice, late antique sophists are seen as giving way to the new artisans of the word, the bishops.4 Negative judgements abound on some of the typically late antique literary productions, such as historical epitomai, which have been derided as nothing but summaries for emperors whose grasp of classical history and culture was shaky at best.5 It is interesting to note that similar negative judgments were, until a few decades ago, also commonly made about the Second Sophistic, a period now synonymous with the dynamic interaction of literature and society. Without
